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close on half a century before, he had tended his

flock on the heights of Slemish—these must the

Saint behold. He must save, too^ if they will,

those whom lie knew in the far off captive days.

Easter of the year 433 marks the practical be-

ginning, the real birth of the Irish Church. The
Ard-righ, or Great Chief of all the clans, was
preparing to hold his solemn festival at Tara.

Princes and priests from every part of Erin were

gathered together. The sacred fire that the king

would light on this occasion must be the first in

all the land to pierce the gloom. But our Saint,

not knowing the meaning of the ceremony that

was taking place, had lit the Easter fire high

upon the hill of Slane across the valley from

Tara. Tlie angry king saw the light from a

distance and demanded to know who had dared

to disregard the stern Druidic law. Theso

pagan priests prophetically replied, "If that fire

be not extinguished before morning, it never will

die out.." Summoned to the royal presence to

answer for his conduct, Patrick advanced with

liis little Christian band, chanting, as he had

learned to chant in Rome, the litanies of Easter.

Thus was the stage set and the scene prepared

for the conversion of a whole people. Can there

be any doubt that the hand of God was herein

manifested.^

To the assembled court, as they sat upon the

ground "with the rims of tlieir shields against

their chins," Patrick declared his mission. The
Druids saw instinctively that their power must

forever disappear unless they could heap con-

fusion upon tliis new teacher, so majestic in his

utterance, so sublime in his doctrine. For once

the powers of evil were impotent in their wrath.

Every artifice of the evil one was overcome by
the sign of the cross. As a final test, the boy
Benignus was to be clothed in the Druid's mantle

and set upon dry faggots, while the Druid, wrap-

ped in Patrick's cloak, was to be placed on wet,

green wood, then fire was to be set to botli. The
trial was accepted. The flames on the one side

did not even touch tlie dry wood, nor the Chris-

tian boy, only the robe lie wore was consumed;

while on the other liand>, the green wood and tlie

pagan priest were reduced to ashes, amid which

lay unscorched the cloak of the Saint. Tradi-

tion has it that it was on this occasion that Pat-

rick, in his sermon on the Blessed Trinity, pluck-

ed the green shamrock from the sward of Tara,

making this triple leaf at the same time an il-

, lustration of his sacred subject and an emblem
of Christian Erin. After so striking a proof of

divine sanction all opposition vanished and, as

we read in the Acts of the BoUandists, "Patrick

with his disciples went through the whole land

baptizing all that belived in the Blessed Trinity;

and God was his helper, and confirmed the word

by the signs which followed."

Whether we consider this picturesque ac-

count as authentic or look upon it as the poetic '

outburst of a race that takes delight in conjurng

up the memory of past glories, the fact remains

that by a single outburst of divine eloquence an

entire nation was added to the fold of Christ.

The providence of an all-wise God had brought

together the teachers and the leaders of tlie peo-

ple in the very citadel of paganism, and the ser-

mon preached by Saint Patrick on that glorious

Easter morning was in reality God's message to :

a nation. And how eagerly was that message

received. This was the word for which the heart

of the Irisli people liad been waiting for genera-

tionus ; this the doctrine for which their soul had

unconsciously yearned even amid the night of

heathen superstition. And now the dawn was
breaking over the eastern hills. When her ful-

ness of time had come Ireland beheld, in all the

splendor of his glory. Him for whose saving

grace she had instinctively prayed. He appear-

eu to her, in the glowing words of the zealous

Missionary, as the all-beauteous Son of God,
clothed in the garb of humanity, and giving his

life through love of mankind. Could this be

true.'' Could it be a reality? Was it not an in-

vention, a beautiful dream of the venerable old

saint, who held this wondrous vision before her

soul.'' For a moment the spirit of Erin hesitated,

wondering and dazzled by the sublimity of the i

doctrines. Yet, only for a moment did she ap-

pear to doubt. What was so beautiful must be

true. What so fitted in with all that is best in

human nature must be a reality. Immediately

the heart of a peojjle is laid at the feet of Jesus

Christ; Ireland has become his spouse forever.

The noblest among that assemblage are the first

to respond. The chieftans lift the standard of

the cross. From them, like fire among the heath-

en, the Divine Love spreads and enkindles the

hearts of their clansmen. Together they conse-

crate themselves to the service of God, and beg
their saintly teachers to show them how to live

and walk in the footsteps of the Redeemer. It

iy the beginning of an age of faith and an era of

\\ ondrous intellectual achievement. Everywhere
altars are reared and from these altars there goes

forth a power linking all hearts in love for God


